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ATT:    Andrew Seddon - Secretary
            Senate Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport References Committee
 

Please find attached our submission with reference to the "Inquiry into Rural Water Usage in Australia".
 

Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission to this inquiry.
Burgoigee Creek Landcare Group believes that water usage issues are of major significance to landholders.

We would also like to support whole-heartedly the invitation made by Ovens Landcare Network for the Senate Committee to sit in Wangaratta as part of the process of collecting information for the Inquiry.

We will continue to monitor the progress of the inquiry and look forward with interest to the report to be presented to Senate by end of 2003.
 

Regards,
Lynn Jones - Secretary
Burgoigee Creek Landcare Group Inc.
RMB 1925 Ferguson Lane
Bowmans Forest  VIC  3735
PH:     03 5727 1324
FAX:    03 5727 1239
Email: lpjones@dragnet.com.au
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INTRODUCTION

Burgoigee Creek Landcare Group

Burgoigee Creek Landcare Group was formed on 14th April 1988. The group evolved from the Burgoigee Soil Conservation Group which had formed during the 1970s because of increasing concern about soil erosion in the area. 
Burgoigee Creek Landcare Group is one of the leading Landcare  groups in the area and has an active and informed membership eager to participate in projects with benefit to the environment and the wider community. The group has also been influential  in implementing changes in land management to rehabilitate eroded land and prevent further erosion.
Burgoigee Creek
The Burgoigee Creek, which flows into the Ovens River, is located in the Murmungee Basin in North East Victoria. The closest large towns are Beechworth, Myrtleford and Wangaratta. 

The Ovens Catchment forms part of the Upper Murray Catchment area. 

Around 14% of average total flows from the entire Murray-Darling Basin come from the Ovens River. 

The waters of the Ovens River and its major tributaries are of relatively high quality compared to many other streams in Victoria, and of high environmental value. 

The Ovens River is a declared Heritage River, recognized as one of the most important streams in the Murray-Darling Basin for native fish, in particular Murray Cod. (This information from report “Ovens Basin Water Quality Strategy – An Action Plan within the North East Regional Catchment Strategy – May 2000”.)
Note: since the bushfires here in the North East, there is a general concern that the water quality of the Ovens River will deteriorate. Recent heavy rains have washed ash-laden sediments into the river, having a negative effect on the river environment.
TERMS OF REFERENCE
1. CURRENT RURAL INDUSTRY BASED WATER RESOURCE USAGE
Burgoigee Creek Landcare Group members raise the following issues and perceived problems with current usage and practice.
· The “big issue” being over allocation of water resources in the past. This has led to inefficient use of water: e.g. flood irrigation.

· Water resources are over-regulated. The various authorities involved appear at times to work against each other rather than towards a common agreed future. This is confusing for everyone.
· With reference to policies regarding capping and distribution of water resources, the general feel of the group is that the bodies controlling these activities “know better but are not doing better”. Clearer distinction of the authority and jurisdiction of the controlling bodies seems necessary as it appears no one is making the hard decisions. Is the process too political?

· There has been inappropriate encouragement to develop larger downstream enterprises at the expense of development upstream: e.g. current practices have allowed people to develop a greater area than a licence allows due to sales of water. (Note: Victorian State Government policy currently separates water entitlements and sales of water.) 

· There is currently inflexibility within the water market. This is partly due to the cap on diversions (set by the Murray-Darling Basin Commission). But also due to current procedures for water trading. This inflexibility pits downstream developers against those in the upper catchment. A fairer, whole-catchment system of water trading needs to occur.
· Regarding water authorities: there is no separation of purchase and delivery of water. This has the effect of the “rule-makers” also selling and allocating water.
· Under current Farm Dams legislation there is no clear definition of a “waterway”. This means the term is open to interpretation which is causing confusion and inconsistency. 
2. OPTIONS FOR OPTIMISING WATER RESOURCE USAGE FOR SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURE

In addressing the above concerns and from observing and implementing some solutions, the group members provide the following options and suggestions:

· Piping – not channelling – is needed for irrigation water. 

Other water-efficiency improvements could include:

· on farm water recycling systems

· shorter irrigation periods, when rainfall is reliable

· ground more capable of using water, instead of continued salinisation
· more private catchment dams would rely less on government infrastructure
· It is agreed that a hefty investment in infrastructure is required. Superannuation Funds could invest in this sort of capital, as one possible option. This would not only fund large projects but also redirect some investment resources back to regional communities and the environment.
· Investment in research and development is also required. The science needs to be done to properly understand and preserve our water systems.
· Our rivers need to be rivers - not channels. Environmental flows are just as important as other more clearly defined economic uses, and need to be factored into a whole of catchment strategy.
· Use water where it falls. This includes issues of water harvesting: for example, the right to harvest the water that falls on a property.
· Clear definitions in legislation and/or any structural framework are necessary. This gives clarity and transparency to any future decisions on allocation or re-allocation of water rights.

· Water issues need to be addressed nationwide, not state by state.
· Water bodies or controlling authorities should be not-for-profit organisations. 
· There should be clear separation and definition of duties for the water bodies; e.g. the body that makes the rules for water entitlements and sales allocations should be separate from the selling and allocating of Sales Water.
· Community benefits and support through real access to and flow of information.
3. OTHER MATTERS OF RELEVANCE

Group members would like to bring to the attention of the committee and witnesses some recent reports with relevant information concerning water usage issues in this location.
There is a wealth of information, analysis and research which has already been done and should continue. It is now time for clear decision-making and action.
Reports include:
· Burgoigee Creek Landcare Group: Local Area Plan 2002

· Goulburn-North East Regional Water Coordinating Committee: Interim Ministerial Report “Rights To Water” – Prepared for the Minister for Environment and Conservation (Victorian State Government) January 2000
· Australian Alpine Valleys Agribusiness Forum Inc.: Water Resources Study and Strategy – January 1999

· North East Catchment Management Authority: Ovens Basin Water Quality Strategy – An Action Plan within the North East Regional Catchment Strategy – May 2000

· Murray-Darling Basin Ministerial Council: Review of the Operation of the Cap – August 2000.
· This details the first 5 year review of the existing cap on water diversions. The four components include: Ecological Sustainability of Rivers; Economic and Social Impacts; Equity; and Implementation and Compliance. The report also lists submissions to the Review.
· Murray-Darling Basin Ministerial Council: The Living Murray, A discussion paper on restoring the health of the River Murray – July 2002.
4. COMMITTEE TO REPORT TO SENATE BY END OF 2003 

Burgoigee Creek Landcare members will keenly await the result of the committee’s report to Senate. 

Members would also like to express thanks for the opportunity to have a voice concerning such topical, complex and urgent rural water usage issues. Water is a basic necessity for life and affects all Australians, rural and urban. 
